HisS1O0G8 Y

Alexander Thomas Augusta—Physician,
Teacher and Human Rights Activist
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Commissioned surgeon of colored volunteers, April 4, 1863,
with the rank of Major. Commissioned regimental surgeon
on the 7th Regiment of U.S. Colored Troops, October 2, 1863.
Brevet Lieutenant Colonel of Volunteers, March 13, 1865, for
faithful and meritorious services—mustered out October 13,
1866.

So reads the tombstone at Arington National Cemetery of
Alexander Thomas Augusta, the first black surgeon commis-
sioned in the Union Army during the Civil War and the first
black officer-rank soldier to be buried at Arlington Ceme-
tery. He was also instrumental in founding the institutions that
later became the hospital and medical college of Howard
University and the National Medical Association.
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Alexander Thomas Augusta was born a free man
on March 8, 1825, in Norfolk, VA. He learned to read
secretly and by the 1840s moved to Baltimore, MD to
begin studying medicine with private tutors while he
worked as a barber. According to Dr. Montague Cobb,
who has written one of the definitive articles on
Augusta, “[h]e obtained his early education by stealth
from [Episcopalian] Bishop Payne, as it was then
against the law to teach colored persons.” Having also
worked with Dr. William Gibson of the University of
Pennsylvania and being denied admittance to the
medical school of the University of Pennsylvania,
Augusta moved to California to make money during
the Gold Rush. He then moved to Philadelphia, PA
and then to Canada, where he received his Bachelor
of Medicine degree (with full honors) from Trinity
Medical College of the University of Toronto in 1856,
and making a life for himself and his wife. Augusta
served as the university’s hospital director until he
returned to the United States in 1862.

In January 1863, Augusta wrote a letter to Abra-
ham Lincoln requesting appointment as a surgeon or
physician for one of the black regiments formed by
the Union Army. On April 14, 1863, Augusta was
granted a surgeon’s commission in the Union Army.
After Augusta received his commission, he was sent
to Camp Barker in Washington, DC, and because he
was commissioned as a major, several of the lower-
ranking officers were confused as to how to deal
with a higher-ranking officer.

Furthermore, because of Augusta’s race, bigotry
cast a veil over all his dealings. In a letter to the sec-
retary of war, James J. Ferree, the Commander of
one of the DC Contraband Camps, stated:

Knowing that Dr. Augusta ranked as major
and that I ranked only as Captain, I felt at a
loss as to assign to duty an officer who ranked
me. I referred him to Dr. C.B. Webster Surgeon
in charge of the Contraband Camp Hospital
who being a contract surgeon was embar-
rassed by the same consideration.
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Augusta stayed at Camp Barker from spring 1863
until the spring of 1864.

As already suggested, some of the “confusion”
regarding Augusta’s commission had deep racial
undertones. In early February 1864 at Camp Stan-
ton, MD, where Augusta was senior surgeon, the
white assistant surgeons under his command wrote
to President Lincoln informing him of their “sur-
prise” upon reporting to the regiment to find that the
senior surgeon was a “Negro.” They requested “most
respectfully yet earnestly” that a termination be put
to this “unexpected, unusual and most unpleasant
relationship in which we have been placed.” Their
letter to the president said in pertinent part:

But we cannot ... willingly compromise what
we consider a proper self-respect, nor do we
deem that the interests of either the country or
of the colored race, can demand this of us.

This was despite the fact that, in an order granti-
ng Augusta an eight-day leave on January 20, 1864,
Brigadier General William Birney declared that
“Surgeon Augusta has worked indefatigably” during
his time at Camp Stanton.

Moreover, because of the times in which Augusta
lived, he had frequent opportunities to display his
dedication to the obliteration of discrimination, as
Augusta often found himself confronted with blatant
intolerance and bigotry.

In route to testify in a court martial on February
1, 1864, Augusta was delayed due to a trolley car
incident. Documenting the reason for his lateness in
a letter to the judge advocate, Augusta wrote: “I have
the honor to report that I have been obstructed in
getting to the court this morning by the conductor of
Car No. 32 of the 14th Street line of the city rail-
way.” Augusta went on to explain:

I ... hailed the car at the corner of 14th and I
Streets. It ... stopped in front of me and when [
attempted to enter, the conductor pulled me back
and informed me that I must ride on the front ...
as it was against the rules for colored persons to
ride inside. I told him I would not ride on the
front, and he said I should not ride at all. He
then ejected me from the platform, and at the
same time gave orders to the driver to go on. I
have therefore been compelled to walk the dis-
tance in the mud and rain, and have also been
delayed in my attendance upon the court.

Augusta also wrote a letter to the assistant secre-
tary of war in which he reported:

Sir, I have the honor to report your request of
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this date to forward to the Department an
account of the outrage committed upon me by
the Conductor of Car No. 32 of the City Rail-
way Co., last week, has been received, and the
following are the facts connected therewith: I
had been summoned to attend a Court Martial
as a witness in the case of Private [Taylor],

who was charged with causing the death of a
colored man last August, the said colored man
having died in the hospital of which I was at
the time in charge. I started from my lodgings
at the corner of 14th and I Streets, on the
morning of February Ist, for the purpose of
proceeding to the hospital in order to obtain
some notes relative to the case. As my time
was short and it was raining very hard at the
time, I hailed the car which was passing just
as I came out of the door, and it was stopped
Jfor me; but as I was in the act of entering, the
conductor informed me that I would have to
ride on the front with the driver. I told him I
would not, and asked him [if] I could not ride
inside. He stated that it was against the rules
Jfor colored persons to ride inside. I attempted
to enter the car, and he pulled me out and
ejected me from the platform. The conse-
quence was I had to walk the whole distance
through rain and mud, and was considerably
detained past the hour for my attendance at
Court. On my arrival, I reported the case to
the Court and the President, Col. J. H. Willets
informed me that I must make my statement in

writing. On the next morning I handed in my
written statement and was informed on the
adjournment of the Court that action had been

taken in the matter, by forwarding my state-
ment to the Adjutant General. There are per-
sons living in the neighborhood who saw the
transaction and who can corroborate my
assertions. Trusting that something may
speedily be done to remedy such evils as those
we are now forced to submit to.

This incident was also described by Augusta’s
mentee, Anderson Abbott:

One day [Augusta] being in a hurry to reach
the court martial before which he had been
summoned as an important witness boarded
one of the Pen[n] Ave. Cars. The conductor at
once proceeded to put him off. On reaching
the Court, he made an explanation why he was
late. The Judge Advocate ordered him to sub-
mit his statement in writing so he wrote a let-
ter to Senator Sumner of Massachusetts who
read it in the Senate. At that time, Washington
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was not a municipality[;] it was a district
entirely under government control. The ques-
tion was debated in the Senate and an agita-
tion was set on foot for the Abolishment of
proscription. Separate cars were established
for a time but finally the restriction was done
away with altogether. And now the colored
people of Washington enjoy the privilege of
riding in the street when and where they like.

In his book, The Negro's Civil War, Princeton
University’s Civil War historian James McPherson
summed up the positive results of that negative
experience, saying: “Augusta’s letter added a strong
impetus to Sumner’s antisegregation drive. Sumner
read it into the Congressional Globe, and introduced
a resolution instructing the senate District of Colum-
bia Committee to frame a law barring street car dis-
crimination in the district.”

Finally, as with many African-American volun-
teers in the Union Army, Augusta had great difficul-
ty collecting the salary commensurate with his rank.
The paymaster in Baltimore, MD insisted that
Augusta should be paid $7 per month. This was vast-
ly under what someone of Augusta’s rank should
have been paid. As he had done all of his life,
Augusta stood up for his rights and fought for the
pay due to him, rejecting the injustice of a lower
salary. Following a letter from Senator Henry Wil-
son to Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton and an
order from Stanton to the paymaster general, after
53 weeks, Major Augusta was compensated accord-
ing to his rank. The American National Biography
says simply that “[t]hroughout most of Augusta’s
war service, the army paid him at the level of an
enlisted Negro soldier, despite the fact that he held
the rank of major. This insult continued until Senator
Henry Wilson of Massachusetts intervened on
Augusta’s behalf.”

Augusta was seen by friends and foes as a fighter
and champion for the rights of black Americans. As
M. Dalyce Newby put it:

In his admiration of his mentor and colleague,
Dr. Alexander T. Augusta, Abbott at the same
time questioned the actions of Augusta when
Augusta openly challenged a system which
suppressed the advancement of his race.

% %k %

Augusta had worked hard for his position in
society, and although of Afro-American her-
itage and darker skinned than Abbott, he still
insisted his freedom, not condescension or
Jfavour, should give him the rights accorded to
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any other free citizen in the United States. He
did not hesitate to challenge those who stood
in his way.

From the fall of 1863 to the spring of 1864, Augus-
ta was one of eight black doctors holding commis-
sions in the Union Army, and he was placed in charge
of what was then founded in D.C. as Freedmen’s Hos-
pital but later became part of Howard University Hos-
pital. The American National Biography tells that
“[flollowing the war [Augusta’s] services were
retained by the medical division of the Bureau of
Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands, where
he served as an assistant surgeon responsible for the
Freedmen’s Hospital in Savannah, GA.”

Still later, Augusta went on to become a faculty
member of Howard University, where he served for
nearly a decade: On September 21, 1868, when
Augusta was appointed to the five-member medical
faculty as a demonstrator of anatomy, he was the
first African American to hold a faculty position at a
medical school in the United States. Then, says the
American National Biography, “[i]n 1877, after the
medical faculty recommended to the trustees that
Augusta switch positions with Dr. Daniel Lamb and
become chair of material medica rather than anato-
my, Augusta resigned and returned to private prac-
tice.” Augusta also served as an attending surgeon to
the Small-Pox Hospital in Washington, DC. He was
awarded an honorary MD from Howard University
in 1869 and an AM in 1871.

Ever the champion of the rights of African Ameri-
cans, after being repeatedly denied admittance to vari-
ous white medical societies, in 1884, Augusta became
one of the founding members of the Medical Chirur-
gical Society, the first African-American medical
society in the United States. Augusta is also credited
by several historians with helping to found what
would become the National Medical Association.

Augusta died on December 21, 1890, at age 65, and
he was buried in Section One of Arlington National
Cemetery with full military honors. Augusta is primari-
ly remembered today for being the first black surgeon
in the Union Army and the first black officer-rank sol-
dier to be buried at Arlington Cemetery.

His headstone recounts only the barest facts of
his military career, not anything about the rest of his
eventful life:

Commissioned surgeon of colored volunteers,
April 4, 1863, with the rank of Major. Com-
missioned regimental surgeon of the 7th Regi-
ment of U.S. Colored Troops, October 2, 1863.
Brevet Lieutenant Colonel of Volunteers,
March 13, 1865, for faithful and meritorious
services—mustered out October 13, 1866.
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In the words of the National Archives Workshop,
“throughout his life, Dr. Alexander T. Augusta
demonstrated the talent, courage and character to
overcome racial barriers. He never allowed racism to
go unredressed, and he was a model to all Americans
for his perseverance and determination in the pursuit
of equity.”
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